
Refusing to be beaten 
Venerable Professor John Holdsworth reports on the desperate situation in Beirut 

I have a friend who is a lecturer at the Near East School of Theology in Beirut (NEST), and also 
minister of one of the main Protestant churches in the centre of the city, situated more or 
less midway between Martyr Square which was formerly the no man’s land between east and 
west Beirut during the last war, and the main government buildings. I heard her speak in 
February about the situation then. The area had become one of lamenting protest. 
Churchgoers held worship against a cacophony of heartfelt grievance about every aspect of 
state provision: electricity, water, housing, healthcare, and above all grievance about 
corruption. The situation seemed hopeless then. Now, as a result of the explosion on August 
4th, it is testing their will to survive. 

Most visitors to Beirut fall in love with it. It is a mixture of French sophistication, youthful 
exuberance, rich cultural vitality and fabulous food, against a beautiful backdrop of 
mountains. The people are great but resigned. Lebanon, as a small country in the midst of 
powerful and competing neighbours, suffers the same fate as Yemen. It is the patch where 
proxy wars are fought, and the last thirty years have seen plenty of them. Around a third of 
the population are refugees from Syria. Formerly this was where the PLO (remember them?) 
made their last stand, and the refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila still stand as monuments 
to the tragedies of that presence. Hezbollah represents Iran’s interests and effectively holds 
Lebanon to ransom. Its forces within the country outnumber those of the state. Lebanon is 



unique in the area with a 40% Christian population, but power sharing has led to corruption 
and power brokering. 

     

Despite the difficulties, ordinary life has continued heroically until now. In the midst of all 
that, and partly because of it, NEST occupies a unique place as an ecumenical college with an 
excellent academic record, and a great tradition. Their building has been badly damaged, but, 
once again, they refuse to be beaten by events over which they have no control. My friend’s 
latest email says it all. “We feel helpless in front of so much need. We have been already 
barely managing the financial crisis and the toll of the coronavirus lockdown on the country. 
So many lost their homes, livelihoods and loved ones and our capacity to help has greatly 
diminished. We keep praying and working for peace.” 

Contributions to support the work of NEST can be made via the NEST website using this link: 

http://www.theonest.edu.lb/en/News&new=NEST-Recovery-Initiative 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 


